Abstract-Computer-mediated communication tools have allowed users to interact across geographical and temporal borders. Among them, emails are extensively used for communicative, pedagogical, and social purposes, but relatively little research attention has been paid to the social interaction or speech styles in them. This study explored complaint strategies and discourse features, focusing on supportive moves and internal modifiers, of instructor-and peer-directed emails produced by English learners of low and intermediate levels, with each group being consisted of twenty-two participants. The results showed that the two groups were similar in complaint strategies used towards the instructor and peers by preferring explicit complaints and also in the production of significantly more supportive moves and downgraders towards the instructor to reduce the face threat. Nonetheless, justification, preferred by the intermediate learners as a supportive move, offered a legitimate stance to complain and appeared to make emails more appropriate and more effective to appease the addressee's unhappiness than the sole use of formulaic expressions of politeness, utilized most often by the low learners. This study suggested that whereas the low learners were still at the first phase of the interlanguage development characterized by the use of simple formulas, the intermediate learners had slightly moved forward.
I. INTRODUCTION
With the widespread popularity of the internet, computer-mediated communication (CMC) tools have enabled users to interact across geographical and temporal borders. CMC can be either synchronous, which requires users' real-time, immediate responses, or asynchronous, where delayed responses and non-real-time interactions are allowed. Emails, an asynchronous CMC mode, are extensively used and sometimes are preferred to face-to-face interactions (Canary, Cody, & Manusov, 2000; Duran, Kelly, & Keaten, 2005) . They are also often utilized in academic settings both for pedagogical functions of promoting learners' participation, communication, and writing fluency, and for communicative functions of making announcements, appointments, and even the students' offer of excuses for late work (Duran, et al., 2005) .
In addition, emails serve the social function of maintaining interpersonal relationships (e.g. Baron, 1998; Bloch, 2002; Johnson, Haigh, Becker, Craig, & Wigley, 2008) , which can be achieved via various strategies, especially those emphasizing common ground, reciprocity, and cooperation (Vinagre, 2008) . However, this essential social aim of emails can be at risk when a face-threatening act, which threatens the email recipient's wants for personal freedom or desire to be appreciated, is involved, but emails at the same time can serve as a channel to mediate the anxiety of communicating (Kelly, Keaten, & Finch, 2004 ) and may allow these acts to be produced with more comfort and ease than face-to-face interactions. The double-edged characteristics make the email senders' face-threatening acts worth investigating. However, current CMC research is mainly task-based that explores issues regarding cost, efficiency, and productivity (Cutler, 1996) , and little attention has been given to its impacts on the social interaction or speech styles, leaving a niche for further research. Though Hong (2012a) has initially addressed this issue based on a preliminary study, more in-depth explorations and discussions are needed.
Features of Email Correspondence
Emails are a type of asynchronous computer-mediated communication (CMC) tool. Due to their capacity of allowing delayed responses, writers can, at their own pace, take all of the concerns into consideration and concentrate on planning and structuring a socially appropriate email before sending emails (Walther, 1996) . Emails could be particularly advantageous for conflictive interactions since they enable users to carefully phrase messages, manage emotion, and have a better control over time and space (Shapiro & Allen, 2001 ) and mitigate confrontations that might be caused. Being text-based with few contextual cues of vocal inflection, gestures, and facial expressions, which generally convey social meaning such as the sender's attitudes towards recipient (Murray, 1995) , email writers need to employ politeness strategies to assure the cooperative interaction (Smith, 2003) . Some researchers have also claimed because they can minimize the risk of a communication breakdown resulting from linguistic or cultural misunderstandings, especially in a context where non-verbal communication is reduced to emoticons and punctuation marks.
Since almost none of the previous research addressed complaint emails, they become the target of the present study, with the focus on Chinese learners of English of two proficiency levels. The research questions are:
1. What are the differences between complaint strategies and discourse features in emails written by low and intermediate learners?
2. What are the differences of complaint strategies used towards instructors and peers produced by low and intermediate learners?
II. METHODOLOGY

Participants
Forty-four English learners, who were college students in Taiwan, participated in this study. They were either low or intermediate level of English proficiency, defined according to their performances in a simulated paper-based TOEFL test prior to the email exchanges of this study. The subjects were categorized into the low group if their scores were lower than 420 while those whose scores were higher than 450 were regarded as having an intermediate level of proficiency 1 .
Procedures
In this study, the participants wrote complaint emails-two to the instructor, i.e. the researcher, and two to the peers. In peer-directed emails, each proficiency group was divided into two sub-groups, with one group complaining and the other responding 2 in the first two exchanges and switching roles in the other two. There were six topics, as shown in Table 1 . 
Coding Scheme and Statistical Analysis
The coding of this study involved the complaint strategies and discourse features, which focused on supportive moves and internal modifiers (lexical repertoire) used to modify the intensity of complaints. The coding of the complaint strategies included hints, indirect requests for repair, disapproval, direct requests for repair, explicit complaints, and accusations, which are defined and exemplified as follows.
(1) Hint:
The complainer avoids explicit mention of the offensive event to evade confrontations. E.g. "So, I think that "Good credit makes future loans easier." (I18, Email 5)
4
(2) Indirect request for repair:
The complainer may request for remedial actions or demand that the offensive behavior never occur again. Indirect requests may take the form of "Would you do X". E.g. "Would you please check my presentation again or give some advice?" (I1, Email1) 
The complainer voices unhappiness vaguely to sound like general annoyance, but s/he has made it clear that a violation has occurred. E.g. "I was very angry at that time." (I3, Email 2) (4) Direct request for repair: This strategy has similar functions as (2) but with a higher severity level. It can take the form of imperatives or statements such as "you must/should do X!" E.g. "Have a little team spirit, please." (B11, Email 3) (5) Explicit complaint: The complainer explicitly expresses complaints by references either to the offense or to the complainee, but no sanctions are included.
E.g. "Why you accepted his late assignment but rejected mine." (B4, Email 2) (6) Accusation:
In addition to explicit complaints, this strategy connotes potential sanctions. E.g. "If the whisper is real, I will tell the dean to complain." (I3, Email 2) In addition to complaint strategies, the participants used a variety of supportive moves, including preparators, self-introductions, recognition of responsibility/ fault, expressions of politeness, expressions of empathy, promises for future actions, offer of help, and justification, defined and exemplified in Table 2 . Internal modifiers were also produced, including upgraders and downgraders (Trosborg, 1995) , with the former increasing the intensity of the complaint and the latter reducing the face threat to make the complaint polite. The upgraders included intensifiers (e.g. so, very), overstaters (e.g. all, every, always), and commitment upgraders (e.g. I'm sure, I'm certain) whereas the downgraders were consisted of downtoners (e.g. perhaps, a little bit), subjectivizers (e.g. I think, I am afraid), appealers (e.g. ok, don't you think?), and politeness markers (e.g. please).
The complaint strategies were categorized by two coders, and the inter-rater reliability of the coding of emails sent to the instructor and the peers was .86 and .87, respectively 5 . Then, the strategies used by two proficiency groups and the impacts of the variable of status on the learners' complaint emails were analyzed by Chi-square. The two groups' overall use of supportive moves and internal modifiers were also processed by Chi-square analyses.
III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Both groups used all of the six complaint strategies, including hints, indirect requests for repair, disapproval, direct requests for repair, explicit complaints, and accusations. Among all of the strategies, explicit complaints were most oft-used by both groups (low: 43%; intermediate: 42%), and no significant inter-group differences were found between the two groups' strategy use (χ 2 = 6.148, p > .05) or that in emails sent to either type of the recipients (instructor: χ 2 = 3.756, p > .05; peer: χ 2 = 5.196, p > .05). As indicated in Table 3 , the addressee's status also did not seem to cause significant intra-group differences in the two group's strategy preferences.
Moreover, the two groups were similar in terms of supportive moves and internal modifiers with only slight differences. Table 4 reveals that they used the same range of the moves to addressees of two status types, with the low group utilizing expressions of politeness (28%) most often and the intermediate group choosing justification (34%). The same preference was revealed in the two groups' emails to the instructor, but in peer-directed emails, preparators were most preferred (low: 36%; intermediate: 40%). A higher level of homogeneity was found in the two groups' use of internal modifiers (see Table 5 As statistic analyses yielded no significant differences between the low and intermediate learners' use of complaint strategies, supportive moves, and internal modifiers in emails, it seems to suggest that the subjects' proficiency difference did not contribute to complaint emails in terms of face-threatening levels. The obscured proficiency differences might have been related to the asynchronicity of emails, which allow writers time to plan the content and select among expressions of different degrees of formality and directness. Therefore, despite their proficiency levels, learners can search within linguistic repertoire at disposal and spend as much time wording and structuring as is needed, and therefore the influences of proficiency can be diminished. In spite of the general similarity, inter-group differences are discernible in indirect requests towards recipients of the two status types. Complaint strategies, which did not explicitly voice the offence or unhappiness towards the complainee and were thus milder in terms of severity, included hints, indirect requests, and disapproval. It seems reasonable to assume that the less severe strategies would be preferred with instructors, who had authoritative status, whereas the severer strategies would be used more frequently with peers. While the both groups' complaint emails were in general consistent with this assumption, exceptions were found in the two groups' use of hints and the low learners' indirect requests. It may be explainable that both groups used more hints with peers, who shared more information for interpreting hints than instructors. However, the low learners' use of more indirect requests towards the peers was
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contradictory to the assumption whereas their intermediate counterparts showed an opposite tendency, reflecting the low learners' relative instability in terms of conducting face-threatening acts, particularly when superiors were involved. On the other hand, the asynchronicity seems to connote the email sender's higher level of indirectness and politeness, with the intention to reduce the face threat caused by the complaint. Nonetheless, the explicit complaint, which was direct and severe in comparison with the other strategies, was most frequently used in both groups' emails and therefore contradicts the assumed positive association between emails and indirectness. This tendency might be accountable from the nature of emails. Different from face-to-face interaction, which allows hints and silence, email writers have a specific purpose to elaborate to cue the recipient about the offence, leading to their use of explicit complaints, and etiquette can only be conveyed through supportive moves or internal modifiers. Therefore, unlike the findings of previous studies based on other elicitation tasks such as the written discourse completion task and role-plays (e.g. Hong, 2009) , the learners of the present study preferred explicit complaints rather than requests or other milder strategies despite the high severity.
The learners' directness also accorded with the tendency reported in the literature. Although many interlanguage speech act studies centered on advanced learners' behaviors, few studies, which have classified low and intermediate learners as low-level learners, have suggested that they not only use a limited variety of politeness strategies with little sensitivity being shown (Scarcella, 1979; Walters, 1979) but also are unable to act in socially appropriate ways though they might have no difficulty in performing the illocutionary meaning (Tanaka, 1988) . In addition to the relative easiness of the direct form of complaints, which directly map the propositional meaning and the linguistic form, Biesenbach-Lucas (2007) has suggested that learners are direct because they lack experiences of writing polite emails and are uncertain about email etiquette. The directness may also reflect their attempt to make the recipient feel the emails important and urgent and also inclinations to prioritize efficiency (Cameron, 2003) .
Despite similarities in complaint strategies, inter-group differences were found in the learners' use of supportive moves. The intermediate learners' preference for justification mirrors their emphasis on giving themselves a legitimate stance to complain. This might be more effective in terms of appeasing the addressee's unhappiness than the sole use of formulaic expressions. In contrast, the low learners' reliance on expressions of gratitude, mostly conventionalized formula "thanks/ thank you" (81%), reveals their limitations in the semantic repertoire for more sophisticated supportive moves. This finding corresponds to Ellis's (1994) three phases of the interlanguage development, which has indicated that learners at the earliest phase are characterized by the use of simple formulas, suggesting that the low learners were still at the first phase of the interlanguage development whereas the intermediate learners had slightly moved forward. Such evidence was also found in the low learners' tendency to use conventionalized politeness markers, including "please", "sorry", as the downgraders in their emails to the instructor while subjectivizers were the most oft-used downgraders in the intermediate learners' emails sent to both types of recipients 6 . Significant intra-group differences in the complaint strategies used in emails sent to recipients of the two different status types were not found in this study. This echoed with Trosborg's (1995) study, which indicated that the learners did not adjust their performance sufficiently to meet contextual requirements, those of dominance (higher social status) in particular. It is most likely because of the reduced effects of contextual cues, which convey social meaning, in emails (Baron, 1984; Murray, 1995; Smilowitz, Compton, & Flint, 1988) . The senders might have felt less obligated to conform to traditional power routines that are generally found in face-to-face encounters (Drake, Yuthas, & Dillard, 2000) , leading to language that lacks status congruence (Herring, 2002; Sproull & Kiessler, 1986 , 1991 and socially inappropriate emails.
However, the learner groups' use of supportive moves and internal modifiers seemed to have exhibited status influences to a certain degree. Different from Trosborg (1995) , who contended that the learners failed to provide supportive moves for complaints, both groups of the present study employed more supportive moves and downgraders when complaining to the instructor than to the peers. Further, more than half of both groups' emails directed to the instructor began with supportive moves, which avoided directly raising the offence right at the beginning of the email. Comparatively, the frequency of using supportive moves to begin the email sent to the peers was lower, demonstrating that the learners' awareness of the recipients' status types was reflected in productions of face-threatening acts through external and internal modifications.
IV. CONCLUSION
Due to the increasing popularity of e-communication, more research studies are needed for better understandings of the users' speech behaviors online so as to offer instruction on net etiquette to L2 learners, who could benefit much from online cross-cultural communication. The present study, addressing the use of complaint strategies and the discourse features, sheds light on of how low and intermediate English learners conducted face-threatening acts through emails. Different from other elicitation instruments, emails are a communication mode that learners might use in daily life, thus bringing the collected data closer to genuine acts. The results show that there were no significant inter-group differences in learners' use of complaint strategies, supportive moves, and internal modifiers, but subtle differences found in the two groups' preferences for supportive moves distinguished their interlanguage development. On the other hand, though the email recipient's social status did not lead to intra-group differences in learners' strategy use, significant differences were found in supportive moves and internal modifiers, which reflected their adjustments of the politeness level.
As grammatical competence has often been dominated in planning for English instruction, email etiquette has hardly received due pedagogical attention. Nevertheless, the present study shows that the severity level of the learners' preferred complaint strategies in the emails was rather high, illuminating the needs of integrating the development of learners' pragmatic competence, especially when face-threatening acts are involved in online environments (Sykes, 2005) , into the instruction and the curriculum by raising learners' ability to perform speech acts and to use appropriate strategies (Shetzer & Warschauer, 2000) . However, this study only centered on low and intermediate learners' complaint emails without extending to those of higher-level learners, whose expressions of email etiquette involving face threats can be differentiated from the present findings. Thus, future studies can include advanced learners' and even native English speakers' complaint emails for comparisons for a fuller picture of face-threatening acts in CMC.
